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Joseph the Hymnographer and the 
First Russian Attack on 
Constantinople 


Joseph the Hymnographer is one of the most renowned Byzantine 
melodists!; his biography was written by a certain Theophanes, his 
contemporary, and later revised by John the Deacon, probably in the 
eleventh century. It is usually assumed that Joseph died in 883 or 886 but 
Stiernon rightly notes that a precise chronology of Joseph's life cannot be 
established. | 

Joseph was a prolific writer: Tomadakes includes in his catalogue of 
Joseph's hymnographical works 466 kanones (not to count kontakia, 
triodia, tetraodia and stichera); several kanones attributed to Joseph have 
been published after Tomadakes' monograph. The problem of attribu- 
tion, however, arises since the hero of Theophanes and John the Deacon 
was not the only hymnographer of this name; Joseph, archbishop of 
Thessalonike, Theodore of Stoudios’ brother, was also a melodist, and 
. we do not possess an effective litmus test to distinguish between the two. 
Thus Follieri and Dujéev consider Joseph of Thessalonike a probable 
author of the kanon for Bulgarian martyrs of 813 adorned (in the ninth 
ode) with the acrostic IOSEPH; contrariwise, Tomadakes includes the 


1 Tomadakes, 1971, gives the outlines of Joseph's biography and a catalogue of his 
works. Stiernon, 1973, is more critical to sources and more cautious in his 
conclusions. Armati, 1986, dennes E some more hymns as produced by Joseph. Cf. 
- also Szóvérffy, 1979, 22-28. 
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kanon among the genuine works of the Hymnographer2 Gonzato 
characterizes the authorship of the kanon for Nestor as dubious— 
without indicating reasons for such an estimation—again we find this 
kanon in the catalogue established by Tomadakes.? 
But this is not the end of the problem of identification. There are some 
hymns ascribed to "Joseph" that seem to have been created outside the 
. chronological framework of both Joseph of Thessalonike (died in 832) 
and Joseph the Hymnographer. Mioni denied the Hymnographer's 
authorship of the kontakion on the patriarch Ignatios who died in 8774; 
the same logic should be applied to the kanon for Ignatios, published 
after Mioni's articles—but Mioni's reasoning does not seem convincing: 
- Mioni thinks that the kontakion appeared at the first anniversary of the 
death of Ignatios, namely in 878—Joseph was still alive at that time. 
More difficult is the case of the kanon for Theodora of Thessalonikeé 
whose demise is traditionally dated in 892, i.e. after the Hymnographer's 
death. The acrostic of the kanon names "Joseph" as its author, but this 
information is hard to reconcile with the biography written by 
Theophanes. The kanon for Beryllos, bishop of Catania’, also bears the 
name of "Joseph" in the acrostic—but since the author entreats the saint 
to liberate Catania from the power (évoxn) of the infidel it is feasible that 
the kanon originates from the time when Catania had already been 
seized by the Arabs, in other words from the early tenth century. Thus 
we may hypothesize that the acrostic of the ending ode "Joseph" was 
used by divers Byzantine poets of the ninth and early tenth centuries. 
Kanones signed by "Joseph" contain the praise of the saints, besides 
which they have often an—albeit not always personal—appeal 
» addressed mostly to the Virgin, sometimes to the saint, and rarely to the 
Lord. This personal appeal is of two types: it can be ethical and 
metaphysical, emphasizing the author's sinfulness, repentance and the 
hope of salvation, and it can be "eventful" and earthly, soliciting help 





2 Follieri, 1963, 73f.; see Tomadakes, 1971, 142, no. 173. 

3 A. D. Gonzato, in AHG 2: 313n; Tomadakes, 1971, 120, no. 68. 

‘4 Mioni, 1948, 94. 

5 Gonzato, AHG 2: 274-283; see Tomadakes, 1971, 119, no. 60. 

6 Kurtz, 1902, 82-86; new edition C. Nikas, AHG 8: 118-127. See Tomadakes, 1971, 
183, no. 367. 

7 Tomadakes, AHG 7: 229- 240; see Tomadakes, 1971, 151, no. 213. Less 
emphatically the same entreaty to save the faithful from famine and barbarians is 
expressed in Thepphanes: kanon for Beryllos of Catania; Papadopulos- Kerameus, 
1900, e 15. 
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against "the visible enemy", against natural disasters (earthquake, 
famine, disease), or against hostile attacks. l 

` The theme of the hostile attack appears in “Joseph” time and again. 
Sometimes these are defined explicitly. In the theotokion of the ninth ode 
of the kanon for the apostle Philip [and Bartholomew ]8 Joseph beseeches 
the Virgin to defend her slaves from the arrows of the Fiend and.to crush 
the insolence of the [children of] Agar; he obviously speaks of the Arabs. 
In another hymn Joseph implores Michael the Archangel to smash "the 
sons of Agar" and to assist the Christians; the poet names the Hagarenes 
two times more in the same kanon, but he also uses words like “peoples” 
(€6vn) and barbarians.? According to the kanon for Fantinus the Elder, 
the saint appeared before the "descendants of Agar", raised a tempest 
and made them drown.10 | ; | 

Joseph addresses the apostle Andrew!! and asks him to liberate [the 
Byzantines] from "the storm of passions and from the afflictions and the 
revolt (£rraváoTaots) of cruel barbarians.” Further he gives their name: 
“Destroy the army of the numerous Hagarenes." The term epanastasis, 
literally "revolt", designated in the Byzantine vocabulary (among SUNY 
in Psellos12) the assault of foreign troops. 

The kanon for the Forty-Two. Martyrs of Amorion (executed in 845, in 
the life-time of Joseph the Hymnographer)!3 avoids the term Hagarenes 
and mentions only "the barbarian hand," "barbarian flame" and ethne; 
nor does the context of the martyrdom, well known from other sources, 
reveal here the ethnicity of these barbarians—they also were the Arabs. 
Even vaguer is the passage in the kanon for Cyril of Gortina^ whom 
Joseph entreats to stop "the bitter storm" of a barbarian attack on the 
saint's fatherland, i.e. Crete—the poet obviously means the Arab attack 


8 A. Kominis, AHG 3: 407-416; see Tomadakes, 1971, 127, no. 97. 
9 Kominis, AHG 3: 221-241; not registered in Tomadakes, who indicates [1971, 124, - 
. nos. 84-86] other canons for the Archangel. x: 

10 Follieri, 1961, 130-151; see Tomadakes, 1971, 179, no. 350. 

11 A. Kominis, AHG 3: 545-53; not registered in Tomadakes, Kominis’ pubit 
being later [1972] than the monograph by Tomadakes. 

12 Michele Psello, 2: 22, tit. to par. 90. 

13 Tomadakes, AHG 7: 99-107; see Tomadakes, 1971, 148, no. 197. Another hymn o on 
the martyrs of Amorium, also signed by the acrostic “Joseph,” is published in the 
Menaion for March [Athens, 1977], 40-45; see Tomadakes, 1971, no. 196. It is much . 
less specific; even though it speaks of captivity and prison, the barbarians are not 
mentioned; the appeal for assistance to the Virgin is also vague. 

14 Gonzato, AHG 1: 98-107; see Tomadakes, 1971, 108, no. 7. 
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against the island, also a ninth-century event. The appeal to the Virgin in 
the above-mentioned hymn for Beryllos of Catania urges her to help the 
Christians and to liberate Catania from the superiority (€mKpateia) of 
the infidel. The Arab threat occupies a seminal place in the concerns of 
Joseph the Hymnographer and his namesakes. 

The same term “epikrateia of the barbarians” appears in the hymn for 
Nestor that Gonzato defined as dubious (see above): Joseph asks the 
Virgin to implore Christ to save the city [Thessalonike] from "famine, 
plague, earthquake, civil war uquAiou ToAépou) and the epikrateia of 
the barbarians." Is this sentence a traditional stereotype or an allusion to 
real events? And if the latter assumption is correct, what does the "civil 
war" (a rare concept in Joseph's imagery) designate? Should we look for 
the event in the ninth century, and identify it as the revolt of Thomas the 
Slav? The data are too scanty to get a solid explanation. 

Many hints at barbarians, ethne and "aliens" (&ÀAóquAo1) are not 
identifiable, even hypothetically. Paraskeue is expected to entreat the 
Lord to save her slaves from ordeals, affliction and the inroad of alien 
barbarians!5; the apostle Philip!’—to scatter the peoples “moving against 
us"; in the kanon for Philip's sister Mariamne" the poet entreats the 
Virgin to rescue "us" from capture by barbarians and from motley 
damage; he hopes that the emperor will be victorious and the phalanges 
of the enemy destroyed. Hostile invasion is mentioned in the kanon for 
Basil of Caesarea!$, and David is praised for killing the "alien" with the 

sling and for his defence of the Lord's subjects.!9 These allusions might 
be understandable to Joseph's contemporaries—their sense, however, 
escapes us. 

Various expectations of Joseph are connected with Constantinople, 
the city of the Virgin. In the kanon for Severianus? we find the formula 
similar to that in the hymn for Nestor: the virgin saves her city from the 
capture of barbarians, the earthquake and the plague. In the same way, 
in the kanon on the translation of the relics of Ignatios of Antioch?!, the 
poet beseeches that the polis be saved from capture by the ethne and all 


15 A. Acconcia Longo, AHG 11: 481-499; see Tomadakes, 1971, 179, no. 349. 
16 See above, n. 8. | 
17 Tomadakes, AHG 6: 288-298; see Tomadakes, 1971, 145. no. 184. 

18 A. Proiou, AHG 5: 1—11; see Tomadakes, 1971, 137f., no. 150. 

19 Kominis, AHG 4: 653-662; see Tomadakes, 1971, 136, no. 138. 

20 Gonzato, AHG 1: 158-167; see Tomadakes, 1971, 109, no. 10. 

21 Proiou, AHG 5: 513-522. Tomadakes, 1971, does not register this hymn. 
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kinds of failure. More evocative is the kontakion on the patriarch 
Ignatios who is supplicated to protect the emperors (in the plural) and 
destroy the phalanges of the ethne.?4 

Especially important in this context are several hymns dedicated to 
the Virgin. The so-called Mariale 4 was written for the deposition of the 
Virgin's robe in Blachernae2? The hymn is permeated by the imagery of 
the wall—the robe is called trepiteixioua, it acts like a teixos; the victory 
over “all adversaries” was reached with the “force of the Spirit.” And 
again the hymnographer uses the well known phrase: “Save the city 
from famine (in Greek, “famine” and “plague”, while spelled differently, 
were pronounced identically), earthquake and all kind of plight.” The 
Mariale 5 was written for the celebration of the deposition of the girdle of 
the Virgin.4 The military vocabulary of Mariale 5 echoes that of Mariale 
4: Joseph speaks of the rapa rsíxicua and praises the crowned rulers 
(otepnpopoi—again in the Eee brilliant in their orthodoxy, who put 
enemy to flight. 

Joseph’s Mariale 6 is also an entreaty addressed to the Virgin to save 
the city.25 We, thy slaves, exclaims the poet, supplicate thee to save us 
from affliction—®@Aiyeis is the word used in several kanones describing 
the similar situation of a hostile assault. We are drowning 
(8aAattevovtes), adds Joseph, probably alluding to the maritime attack 
against the city. And elsewhere in Mariale 6 he develops the maritime 
theme, describing the Virgin as a harbor for “us” sailing at sea, as a naval 
station in the sea of affliction and of the stumbling-blocks (?) of the 
enemy. The printed text has vv okav5áAov, “stumbling-blocks” or 
“traps”, but probably the word is a distortion of cavdaAcov, “boats”; the 
sea of hostile boats would be more fitting to the situation described than 
the sea of traps; in any case the sea of skandala could be a hint at the 
attack launched from the sea on Constantinople. . 

Mariale 6 is a celebration of the Akathistos Hymn. Vasiliev | 
hypothesized that the Akathistos was written after the repulsion of the 
Russian fleet that besieged Constantinople?$; the hypothesis is not 





2? Published by Mioni, 1948, 178-180; see Tomadakes, 1971, 204, no. 2. 

23 PG 105: 1003-1010; cf. Tomadakes, 1971, 173, no. 322. 

24 PG 105: 1009-1018; cf. Tomadakes, 1971, 186, no. 385. 

25 PG 105: 1019-1028. It was Mioni, 1948, 92, n. 14, who suggested that the kanon on 
the Akathistos by Joseph “forse allude all'assedio russo dell’860.” 

26 The idea that the Akathistos Hymn referred to the attack of 860 was launched by 
Papadopulos-Kerameus in 1903 and supported by several scholars, primarily by 
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valid—the Akathistos is a work of the seventh or eighth century and it 
deals with the Avar or Arab, not the Russian attack. Three hymns by 
_ Joseph [the Hymnographer], however, refer to the Russian siege. 

The Russian attack is described in two homilies of Photios, its 
contemporary; it is mentioned in the tenth-century chronicle that 
survived in several versions. In all sources the deposition of the robe of 
the Virgin plays the decisive role in the victory over the intruders.28 
Joseph—as we have seen—was very sensitive to the problems of defence 
from the "barbarians" and ethne; his three interconnected poems 
(Marialia 4—6) dwell on one and the same event, the Russian attack of 
Constantinople from the sea and the liberation of the city with the 
supernatural assistance of the Virgin. 

One more hymn refers to the same event—the kanon on the Great 
Earthquake:29 Joseph addresses there the Lord and the Mother of God on 
behalf of the city and her population (Aaós) and hopes that the city will 
be liberated from "earthquake, sword, bitter capture, the "ethnic" attack, 
collapse, famine, plague and plight." The quite traditional formula that 
we have met already in Joseph's hymns means however a specific : 
earthquake, that of 9 January 869, at the beginning of Basil I's reign, the 
memory of which was included in the Synaxarium of Constantinople. It - 
is mentioned in several sources of the tenth century, and what is even 
more important, Photios, in the letter to Gregory Amasianos, deacon and 
chartoullarios, expressed his content that he did not eyewitness this 
earthquake that transformed Constantinople into a grave? Earthquakes 
are mentioned several times in Joseph's kanones, even though the 
wording i is usually vague and trivial. M 


Vasiliev, 1946, 97f. [with the references to his predecessors], but refuted by Théarvic, 

1904. Cf. also Levéenko, 1956, 72f. 

_ ? On the homilies see Mango, 1958, 74-82. See also Wortley, 1969, 199-203, and the 
same text in BS 31 [1970], 50-53. 

28 The role of the relic in the defence of Constantinople is omitted in the later 
revision of the chronicle [Theoph. Cont. 196.6-15; Skyl. 107.44—49]. 

29 PG 105: 1415-1422; Christ, 1871, 242-247. Tomadakes, 1971, 119, no. 62, following 
Christ and Paranikas, relates the hymn to the earthquake of 740. We could already 
notice that Joseph was interested in the events of his century; the memory of the 
Great Earthquake of 869 was included in the Synaxarium of Constantinople under 9 

" October [380. 19-23]. 

30 Photii epistulae, no. 101. 2-9; cf. no. 102 [Laourdas and Westerink, 1: 138f.]. 

31 See for instance the kanon for Theodore of Perge [AHG 8: 229.63] and that for 
Orestes and companions [AHG 10: 28.99—100, 30. 143-145]. 
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Thus Joseph seems to have celebrated the liberation from the. 
earthquake of 869 in connection with the liberation of the city from the 
[Russian] attack that usually is dated in 860; the events are 
chronologically close and could have been noted in one sentence. There 
is, however, a problem to solve—where was Joseph the Hymnographer 
in 860? According to Tomadakes, Joseph was exiled to Cherson after the 
demotion of the patriarch Ignatios (whose partisan he evidently was) 
_and returned from exile only in 867. If that is true, Joseph could be in 
Constantinople during the earthquake of 869 but he could not eyewitness 
the Russian attack, the deposition of the robe of the Virgin and the 
triumph of the Mother of God over the hostile fleet. 

Several explanation might be suggested: AE 
1) The hymns in question were produced later, in order to celebrate the 

feasts and not the events themselves. This is possible even though not 

very probable, since the praise of Mary forms a close unit permeated. 
by the idea of the Virgin’s protection of her city. 
2) Joseph’s exile was not such a long one as Tomadakes thinks and | 

Joseph was in Constantinople during the attack of 860.32 
3) Theophanes, the hymnographer's biographer, was wrong, and Joseph _ 

was exiled not by the caesar Bardas but by the emperor Theophilos (as 

in the biography by John the Deacon) and returned to Constantinople 
after the restoration of the cult of the icon, probably under the 
patriarch Ignatios.9? It seems, however, that the substitution of the 

orthodox "persecutor" of the saint by the Iconoclast Theophilos is a . 

later invention. ; 

It is plausible to submit that Joseph the Hymnographer was present in - 
Constantinople at the time of the first Russian attack and, impressed by 
the events, wrote three kanones for Mary praising her for the protection 
of the city against the dangerous enemy. Soon after this attack he 
addressed the Virgin in connection with the earthquake of 869 
combining this tragedy with the Russian attack. Certainly, kanones 

` written by Joseph are a shaky source for chronological deliberations— 
. but should not we ask ourselves whether in 869 or 860, when Joseph 
supposedly issued the hymn on the earthquake, the memory of the year 
860 was fresh enough? Of course, the so-called Brussels chronicle gives a . 

precise date for the first Russian attack on Constantinople—18 June | 


32 Opinion of Stiernon, 1973, 253. 
33 Thus Dvornik, 1948, 238. - 
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86054; the chronicle is, however, relatively late (of the eleventh century?), 
and it is well known that Russian sources suggest 865 or 866 for the 
, expedition. 

If we take into consideration that Mariale 5 speaks about "crowned 
rulers" in the plural we may hypothesize that this kanon was written 
after Basil was proclaimed co-ruler in 866. That does not mean, neverthe- 
less, that the events alluded to in the hymn took place in this year. On the 
other hand, it is worth noting that Marialia 4-6 know nothing about the 
danger of the earthquake, and therefore must be dated before 869. 

Be that as it may, Joseph was a contemporary of the attack and his 
` poems should be taken into consideration for the study of Byzantine 
relations with the empire's neighbors—Arabs and Russians alike. 


Alexander Kazhdan 


34 Külzer, 1991, 422f., drew attention to the fact that this dating is unique in the 
chronicle [“die einzige ihrer Art in der ganzen Chronik"]; his guess is that it depends 
on a lost local chronicle annalistically arranged. With the same lack of convincing 
argumentation we might hypothesize that this four-point dating [18 June, 9th 
indiktion, year 6368, the fifth year of Michael's reign] resulted from scholarly 
calculations of the anonymous compiler. 
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